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ABSTRACT 

This report discusses a study that examined the perceived 
credibility of children with learning disabilities once they received 
instruction in a procedure to increase recall during narrative testimony. 
Narrative Elaboration Training (NET) helps children to develop memory skills 
by teaching strategies for remembering the details that are expected in 
questioning on the witness stand. It consists of four organizational 
categories cues that have been studied as triggers for children *s event 
knowledge: participants, settings, actions, and conversation/affective 
states. Each topic is depicted in a simple drawing on flash cards that are 
used as cues to remind children to elaborate when possible. Adults (n=202) 
rated the credibility in both cued and free recall from a child who received 
the training, compared to a control. A significant difference was found in 
six of the eight credibility dimensions. The child who received NET was rated 
as more able to narrate, likeable, and nervous. The control child was rated 
as more confident, consistent, and outgoing. No significant difference was 
found in speech strength or believability . The report argues that although 
the data failed to show the child who received the training as being 
perceived more credible overall, he was seen as more capable of narrative. 
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Abstract 



This study examines the perceived credibility of children with learning disabilities 
once they received instruction in a procedure proven to increase recall durii^ narrative 
testimony on the witness stand (Narrative Elaboration Training-NET). 202 adults rated 
the credibility in both cued and free recall from a child who received the training, 
compared to a child in the control group. A significant difiference was fr>und in six of the 
ei^ht credibility dimensions. The child who received NET was rated as more narrative, 
likeable and nervous. The child in the control group was rated as more confident, 
consistent, and outgoing. No significant difference was found in speech strength or 
believability. Although the data fiiil^ to show a trend toward the child who received the 
tr aining as being perceived^more credible overall, he was seen as more narrative, which is 
a variable that relates directlyTo credibility. 
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It has been estimated that children with disabilities are as much as five times more 
vulnerable to abuse then their non-disabled peers (Sobsey, 1992; Tobin, 1992). A study 
conducted at the Boys Town Center fi)r Abused Children with Disabilities in Omaha, 

Nebraska (Sullivan & Knutson, 2000) found that 33% of children with disabilities were 
abused compared to 9% of non-disabled children. Identifying abuse in a non-disabled 
child is a conqjlex and difficult task that becomes even more difficult vfien the child 
suffers a disability, particularly a learning disability. Gibbs & Cooper (1989) estimate 
that 90% of children with learning disabilities exhibit mild to moderate langu^e deficits. 

These difficulties interfere with children’s ability to communicate about an abusive event, 
especially when testifying in court. . . 

to bring into the courtroom preconceived notions about ^ 
childmn as wilfies^^^^^ the characteristics of children also play a role 

credibility. When chlldf^in are not able to communicate effectively th^^ may be ^ > i 

perceived as less credible or less believable, leaving them isolated and vulnerable. Such ■Ef - 

fectors as how nervous they are, or how confident their testimony appears, despite the 
feet that thQ^ may exhibit a disability, can influence the jury (Ross, Dunning, Toglia & 

Ceci, 1989; Leippe & Romanezyk, 1987; Saywitz, 1988). 

It is co mmo n practice for lawyers to coach clients on appearance, communication 
style and behavior in an attempt to decrease threats to credibility (Nietzel & Dillehay, 

1 986). In addition to these procedures designed to influence jurors’ perceptions, the legal 
issues for a prosecutor presenting an abuse case revolves around the capacity of the 
victim to aid in the investigation and to give sworn testimony in court (Borko, 1 992). 

Unfortunately, the testimony of a child who has witnessed a crime or may be the alleged 
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victim of one is often the only piece of information on vtoh the legal system can refy. 
Therefore, if a child with a learning disability has difl5culty communicating about the 
events, it may hamp er the prosecutor’s investigation or ability to use the child’s 



testimony in court (Perry & Wrightsman, 1991). 

The use of languag e and discourse, in particular, is crucial for communicating 
effectivefy. Testifying is a form of discourse that requires retrieving memories of past 
events, and the tr anslatio n of these memories into verbal responses that adults can 
understand within the constraints of forensic context (e.g. questioning under oath, logical 
chaining of events). A number of variables, such as age, gender, socio-economic status 
and type of di^bility have -been cited in the literature as potential detriments to the i .. r 

perciSi^ credibilify?df aitMd^^^ However, recent studies in this area have = 
be^ td focus bn skills differ between children and adufts and 

this difference may lead to fiil^diperceptions of incompetence. '-.i 

Saywitz, Nathanson & Snyder (1993), fi)und that the courtroom requires the 4 v 

kno wledge of a certain level of discourse that most children have trouble mana^g. 

Therefi)re, the testimony of a child witness is often incomplete and fi-agmented (Saywitz 
& Snyder, 1996). The langu^e of a child can seem inappropriate to adults, which can 
lead to misund ers tanding s- Furthermore, children typicalfy lack the ability to recount 
past events in narrative form. The more spontaneous a child’s testimony, the fewer 
le ading questions asked by the lawyers. If the child can fiilly elaborate about a topic and 
or ganiz e the events into a narrative that adults understand, the more believable and 
credible he or she will be perceived. 
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The diflBculties children with learning disabilities have with discourse have also 
been well documented (Garnett, 1986; Montague, Maddux 8c Dereshiwsky, 1990; Ripich 
& G riffith^ 1988). According to the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), the 
definition of a learning disability includes a major discrepancy between a child’s 
intellectual ability and academic achievement (Salend, 1998). This discrepancy usually 
involves the basic psychological processes involved in imderstanding and using language 
spoken or written and can be evident in the ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell 
or do math calculations. The literature on the narrative accoxmts of children with learning 
disabilities, however, reveals only a few differences between these children and children 
without disabilities (Garnett, 1986; Graybeal, 1981). The recall of past events inboth ; , 

. v fis' quite accurate; yet incomplete; i However, children with learnipg;;;- > 

a - disahiliti es^t^^ recall significantly less information than their non-disabled peers^,®^gjfii 
(Graybeal, lf!>81; Roth, 1986; Saywitz, 1988). This includes less information about - 
character description and context, shorter and fewer episodes and reduced use of planning ' 
and connection of narrative events (Roth, 1986). < ; "i 

When children develop narratives they must control over their own 
conq}rehension and expression of sequential information- A child must use semantic 
decoding with situational cues, retain verbal information and be able to organize and 
sequence the content. These skills are necessary to discuss experiences that cannot be 
addressed in one sentence and to develop a narrative that holds the floor and paints a 
vivid picture of what actually took place. In general, children have trouble with this 
process. They often do not present enough detailed recoimts for adults to follow. 
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Children learn to tell narratives by starting with what Garnett (1986) refers to as 
heaps and leapfrogging. In this process they put together each hem of a story in an 
imordered fashio n and leap from one topic to another topic. This confiision can be very 
hard to follow, forcing the listener to fill in the missing information or to ask more 
questions (Garnett, 1986). Over time, children should progress to more logical chaining 
of events in a story. Eventually, they start to provide more information about the setting 
and content, vhich brings the listener into the conversation. 

Children with learrung disabilhies do posses the developmental attributes for 
creating a narrative. They can answer fociised and direct questions about a story and pirt 
together a coherent narrative, as long as the structure is provided. When they mu^^form^ 
a hhi^t iv&^^^^^ they tend to stray off topic and display difficuftieh in p 

Md motih^^^ language (Garnett, 1986; Ripich & Griffith, 1988). ChildfPh withi^^^^^ 

' leaimhg dik^Dilities have the language strategies in their repertoire to process the ■ ; 

informatibhbiiit they often have trouble using strategies to self regulate and" -s u. - v 

spontaneously formulate a verbal response adequate for adult audiences (Le. jury) to find 
logical and believable (Mont^ue, et al., 1990). When an adult provides guidance and 
asks specific questions to elicit more information, the desired results are usually obtained, 
and more accurate information emerges (Flavell, 1985). Furthermore, memory is not 
necessarily the issue; it is the skeletal nature of children’s narratives that requires them to 
receive guidance or help in expanding their recall of crucial ioformatioa 

One guidance procedure that has proven to help non-disabled children recall more 
information during narratives is Narrative Elaboration Training (NET). This set of 
procedures helps children to develop memory skills hy teachii^ strategies for 
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remembering the details that are ejq)ected in questioning on the witness stand (Saywitz et 
al., 1993; Saywitz & Snyder, 1996). NET consists of four organizational categorical cues 
that have been studied as triggers for children’s event knowledge (Saywitz & Snyder, 
1996): participants, settings, actions, and conversation/affective states. Each topic is 
depicted in a sinq)le drawing on a flash card made into the shape of a stop sign. For 
. example, a drawing of a stick figure represents the participant category and is caU the 
“people” sign. The children are told that this card can be used to remind them of “who 
was there” and “what they looked like”. Each of the cards is then shown to children and 
used as cues to remind them to elaborate when possible (Saywitz & Snyder, 1996; 
Saywitz, Snyder & La^ 

?.vl : ij,. jv : This technique was developed and tested with nonrdi^ble^ pl^^ 1996 by . , , 

• : ; Saywitz. Subjects were assigned randomly to one of three;pqn4M 1) narrative 

elaboration intervention, 2) instruction-based intervention or 3). contTQ' ^Qup. After 
” . V. participating in a staged event the subjects were provided NET, instructions-based 

' intervention, or neither. Their memories about the event were tested in an interview with 
both fi’ee and cued recall questions. It was found that the completeness of a child’s 
memory could be increased without affecting the accuracy or creating more errors in 
language after receiving NET (Saywitz & Snyder, 1996). This same study was replicated 
in 1999 with 39 subjects with learning disabilities (reference with held for review). The 
results were s imilar to Saywitz & Snyder (1996), in that with NET the children with 
learning disabilities recalled more correct and complete items than the instruction-based 
intervention group. 
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The present investigation is an extension of the 1999 study (reference with held 
for review); the current inquiry examined the perceived level of credibility in children’s 
witness testimony once they have received NET. Two hundred and two adult subjects 
judged the credibility in children v^o had been labeled as learning disabled. ''S^thout 
prior knowledge of NET, the adults watched one video of a child who had been trained in 
NET re calling a past event, then watched another video of a child who had not been 
trained in NET recalling the same event. The investigation was carried out in two phases. 
Phase I involved children and NET, vdiile Phase II involved the aduh subjects and the 
video recall. 

Methodology 

r v Phase I: Nairative Elaboratidn TmiWinjg arid^ Md^hdry^^i^ 

Sample ■' ■ 

Subjects. Eight male elementary students participated in ilfe NET part of the 
study. Males were chosen since the prevalence of leanui^ disabilities is higher in males 
then females (Salend, 1998). All eight children were identified as learning disabled by 
their school district; all were African-American. The eight children Were involved in the 
staged event together. Each child was then randomly assigned to either a NET or control 
group. Afl:er the children participated in the first and second treatment or control 
sessions, each was administered a memory interview which was videotaped. Once the 
interviews were transcribed and coded, one videotaped memory interview was chosen 
from the treatment group and one from the control group to be shown during phase II of 
the study. These children were selected because of their similarities and scores on the 
memory interviews. 
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The child from the NET group, whose videotaped narrative was selected to be 
used in phase II, was 9 years old. He had received teacher ratings in receptive language 
skills with a mean of 1 .75, with 1 beii^ a poor ratii^ and 5 being a superior rating. His 
teacher r ating s for expressive language skills had a mean of 1.4, with 5 being the highest. 
The child from the control group, whose narrative was selected to be used in phase II, 
was 10 years old and received mean teacher ratings of 2.25 in receptive language and 1.4 
in expressive language. 

Procedure 

Sta gffH Fvffnt First, all eight children participated in a classroom event designed 
to simulate the many elements of events about which children may testify (e.g., bodily 
touch). This event consisted of episodes that dem^de^ later rec^. It : , s 

involved the children emotionalfy and providedia di^xactipn: may have confiised 

them during later recalL To the extent that it simulater? iie deinands typically made upon 
child witnesses, it was ecologically valid. However, for ethical reasons, it necessarify 
spared children from harm or stress. 

In the event, two people played student teachers. They taught a history lesson, a 
craft activity and a folk dance about Mexico. Halfway through the craft, another teacher 
(confederate) entered the room and accused a teacher of taking his materials without 
asking. One of the female teachers had already distributed the materials (markers) to the 
children who then became participants in the disagreement and its resolution. 

Two weeks after the staged event, participating children were randomly selected 
to individually receive one of two treatments: 1) narrative elaboration, or 2) control group 
(motivating instructions), for two 30-minute sessions each. After con^leting the second 
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session, the children were individually asked to give a narrative account of the event, 
which was videotaped. 

Narrative Elaboration Training OfRTi. The children who received this training 
were taught that they could in^>ro ve their recall of past events organizing event 

information into four categories (participants, setting, action, and conversation/aflfective 
states). A sinq)le drawing on a card represented each category. These drawings were 
called “reminder signs”. 

During mock recall in the fiat session the children learned to use these pictorial 
cues to trigger the retrieval of information fojm each category. For example, the 
participant category was represented by a drawing of a stick figure and was called the 
'“people’^ sign.: Each child was told^}if?^Wien y^^ things that have happened, ; 

youwill need to remember the peoplei^o= were looked like, and hOw 

they were dressed. You can use this sign to help; ’'"iii: remember.” This procedure was 
followed for each reminder sign. 

In the second session, the children watched a video vignette that required them to 
practice describing the characters from memory. The video involved a girl named Megan 
who breaks her arm and has to go to the hospital The children were then told to use the 
reminder s^ns when watching different parts of the video. They practiced describing the 
Characters and events of the video from memory for each of the four categories. The 
children’s responses were elaborated upon by demonstrating that they could tell 
additional kinds of information (e.g. hair, skin, and eye color, body size, age, and 
glasses). In addition, the children were given instructions regarding accuracy and 
conpleteness; ‘Tell me as much as you can about what really happened, even the little 



things, without guessing”. At the end of the second session, the children were given a 
memory int erview consisting of both free and cued recall questions about the staged 
event. These interviews were video taped and one was selected for use in second phase of 
the investigation based on similarity of responses to subjects in the 1999 (reference 
withheld for review) study. 

Control Group fMotivating Instructions). The children in this group q>ent the 
same amount of time with the same researcher involved in similar activities and materials 
as the NET group. However, after watching a video vignette of other children building a 
go-cart, motivating instructions were used and the children were only advised to, “Do 
your best and try hard when angering the questions, but do not guess.” After the second 
session the children WCffe^iVfeH frte 'sim that was administered to the ■ 

children who received NET; -TheS& mte were also videotaped and one was 

similarly selected for use in the seeG,udphase of the investigation. 

Memory Interview 

Both children individually received the same interview instructions. The 
interview involved two tasks: Free Recall — Children were asked to give a narrative 
account of what happened in the staged event and Cued Recall — Children were asked if 
each individual reminder card reminded them to elaborate on the staged event. 

In free recall, the children were told to tell about everything that happened the day 
they went to the cafeteria to work with the student teachers in the staged event. This 
question was asked to try to elicit free and spontaneous recall of a past event in which the 
children had been involved. After the children had given their narratives the researcher 
pron^ted them one more time with ‘Ts there anything else you want to say about that 
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day?” and waited to see if the child added more informatioa Next, both groups of 
children were cued to create more narrative about the st^e event using the reminder 
signs Each card (participants, settings, action and conversations/affective states) was 
flashed in front each child as the researcher asked, “does this card remind you to tell 
anything else?” 

Data Coding and Analysis 

Videotapes of the interviews were transcribed. A checklist applying a 
prepositional analytic system to the script of the st^ed event was utilized for coding the 
children’s recall. This checklist was developed in pervious studies (Saywitz & Snyder, 

1996; reference with held for review), and consisted of 451 observable events that took 
place during.the staged, eyentyj<pep^^ children recalled, for both free and : 

, cued recall, memory of any itemS 'dni the checklist were coded as correct or incorrect. 

In the video that was sele. Md of the child who had received NET, he reported 10 
correct items with no errors during 'free recall. The video of this child was selected 
because his free recall was similar to the means of the other children who had received 
NET in an earlier study (reference with held for review). During cued recall, this child 
reported 3 correct items with no errors. Again, these results were similar to those 
children a^o received NET in the previous study. On the other hand, the videotaped 
interview of the child in the control group who received the motivating instructions also 
was selected after analysis revealed similar proportions of correct and incorrect items for 
free and cued recall as those who were in the control group in earlier NET study. During 
free recall, this child reported 7 correct items with 1 error and during cued recall he 
reported no items, neither correct nor incorrect. 
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Phagfi TT- Adxilt Perceptions of Chfld Witness Credibility 



Sample 

Subjects. Each adult in the study was randomly selected from volunteers who 
were eligible to participate on a jury. Once the adults volunteered they had to qualify for 
jury duty under the Rules of Civil Procedures, Article 2094. In this study these criteria 
included being at or over the age of 18, never having been convicted of a felony or been a 
judge and they must have been a U.S. citizen. The adults were then told that they would 
be ev aluating children’s narrative accounts of a past event. 

Of the 202 adults who participated in the study, 180 (89%) of them were white. 
Three ofthe subjects (1.5%) were African American, 15 (7.4) were Hispamc and 4 ' . ' v; •: 
(2V6%) cafe OthCT. Fifty-three (27%), were male; 149(73%) 



femfle? T®e fe female subjects was not judged to potentialty aSfect ^ '- 



results. 



■ ■ V;': ‘X/ 




Desifei 



: 






An experimental post-test only, control group design was employed to examine 
the effects of the treatment on the adult credibility ratings. All the adult subjects viewed 
the taped recall of one child randomly assigned to each group (NET and control). These 
adults then rated each child’s credibility using a questionnaire provided after each video. 
It was hypothesized that the adult raters would perceive the child who had received the 
treatment as overall more credible than the child in the control group. 

Rating Scale 

The rating scale used in the study was developed by Leippe, Romanczyk and 
Manion (1992). In the questionnaire, the adults were asked to rate the children’s video 
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taped memory reports in eight categories: believability, confidence, consistency, 
nervousness, outgoing (vs. shy), likeability, narrativeness (Segmented vs. narrative) and 
speech strength (strong vs. weak). These variables have been shown in the literature to be 
some of the most inq)ortant &ctors influencing jurors’ perceptions of child witnesses. 
Each ratii^ was made on a 7-point scale in vhich the higher numbers indicated more of 
the attribute. 

Other demographics, such as age, and socio-economic status, were also collected 
and may be used in future inquires; these variables were not anafyzed for this study. 
Furthermore, the adult subjects were asked if they knew that these children had a 
disability and if so, did this knowledge affect their ratings. Also, they were asked if thfe 
children affected their credibility ratings coiisideriiig thafebofh^cM ' 
These two variables also were not analyzed mithis' S^ 
nevertht^'jsk Ofp’.; 

Procedure " 

Btt '^bups of approximately ftuty, adult subjects watched the first video of thd 
child’s memory interview, fitllowed by the second. The two different tapes were shown 
in random order for each group of adult subjects. Each video was conq)leted after the 
child answered the fi’ee and cued recall questions. Followii^ each video, the 
questionnaire was administered. It was determined after the foct whether each adult 
subject was eligible. Ineligible subjects were discarded before the data was analyzed. 
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Results 

Data Coding and Analysis 

To investigate the overall credibility ratings given to each child the ratings on the 
7-point scale for each category were s umme d across the adult rater responses to yield 
mRfin scores per category. A paired sample test was conducted to analyze the effects of 
the treatment condition compared to the control group on the ratings (1-7) given for e^h 
question by the adult subjects on the questionnaire. Table 1 presents a su mmar y of the 
paired san^)le tests for the credibility ratings by the adult peirticipants. 

Results for each of the paired sample tests indicate that the child who received 



NET was perceived as less credible than the child who received the motivating 



initttmctinhs (control grdiip). The child who received "NET? W^ -^QMtated as less^^^^ v / -^ 

• consistent, less confident; less outgoing and more nei^odJSfovqtaUCcpfo^ to the child 



^ received motivating instructions (control group). However, tl; -ii (Child who received 

" ’ NET was rated as more likeable and his narrative was rated aS strbiijgfer than that of the 
child who was in the control group and received motivating instructions. There were no 
significant differences foimd for believability and speech strength. 

Discussion 

Although the present data foiled to demonstrate a trend toward the child who 
received NET as being perceived as more credible, they did show that this child was seen 
as having a stronger narrative, which points to being perceived as more believable. 
Believability relates directly to credibility in the eyes of the jury (Bottoms & Goodman, 
1994; Leippe & Romanczyk, 1989; Ross et aL, 1989). Being perceived as having a 
stronger narrative means that the child who received NET was perceived as exhibiting 
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longer and more elaborate responses to the memory interview questions. On the witness 
stand this translates into more detailed memories about a specific event. Both children 
discussed the same major actions that took place during the staged event. However, the 
rhilH who received NET spontaneously, rendered more information about the setting in 
which the event occurred. This child also brought the listener into the conversation by 
discussing such details as who was there and what was said during the event. These 
details were seen as more narrative by the adult raters, which in turn may have made the 
child appear more believable. 

These findings indicate what other research suggests: the better a jury rates a 
witness’s narrative sldlls the more likely they will believe that ^dtaess (Leippe et al., 
resufts in this study indicated, agam^th^ifo^ 

#^v^b#^?®^:ji^^iiicreases the. completeness and accuracy of the accounts 

These finding s in themselves support the feet that NET cordd be jbenffi^ in increasing 
. ., ^he amo unt of information that children with learning disabilities correctly recall, and 

• • V : help these children to offer conqilete and accurate testimony during the investigative and 
judicial process during an alleged abuse or neglect case. The adult raters perceived the 
child who received NET as more narrative, which means that NET succeeded in 
increasing the likelihodd of this child being perceived as presenting more conplete and 
spontaneous reports about what took place. 

Further research is necessary to examine and extend the results of this 
investigation. For example, the value of NET in the educational setting as a tool to help 
increase the stoiytelling skills of children with learning disabilities should be 
investigated. In addition, fiirther research is necessary to stabilize and strengthen the 
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finHings of this Study; especially considering the use of the credibility rating scale is in its 
infency. Replicating this investigation with children who display different types of 
disabilities or using a more diverse population of adult raters, are finther avenues future 
research in this field. 
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Table 1 



Credibility Ratings of Video Taped Interviews of NET vs. Control 



Rating Categories 


NET 

M(SD) 


Context 

Control 

M(SD) 


t 


Consistent 


4.11 


4;59 


-4.02 * 




(1.13) 


(1.47) 




Confident 


3.53 


4.44 


-7.25 * 




(1.14) 


(1.38) 




Nervous 


4.31 


3.21 


8.23 * 




(1.28) 


(1.38) 




Outgoii^ 


3.54 ^ 




-5.45* 




(1.21) 


(1.39) 




Likeable 


5.18 


4.82 


4.05* 




(1.14) 






Believable 


4.80 


4;63 


1.44 




(1.30) 


(1.34) 




Narrative 


3.43 


2.86 


3.55 * 




(1.28) 


(1.35) 




Speech Strength 


3.23 


3.47 


-1.80 




(1.22) 


(1.43) 





* p ^ .001 
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